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THE SOCIAL PRAYER-MEETING. 


« Again I say unto you,—That if two of you shall agree on earth, as touching any- 
thing that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of my Father which is in heaven. 
For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of 
them.”—Mat. xviii. 19, 20. 


In the hour of distress we naturally seek relief. The least we can 
do is to ask help of any who have the means of giving us aid. If God 
only can relieve us, the same feeling prompts us to ask or seek his 
assistance ;—to present ourselves before the mercy-seat of an all-hear- 
ing God, and humbly request him to consider our case, and give us help 


in our time of need. 

To pray, therefore, is but to act in accordance with the unconstrained 
operations of our sinful and needy souls ; it is but to deal with God, in 
wliom we live, and move, and have our being, as with those of our 
fellow-beings on whom we are dependent. It is more incumbent, then, 
on those who deny the propriety and usefulness of prayer, to show why: 
we should not pray, than for us who maintain the duty to show why 
men ought always to pray and not to faint. 

Mutual wants and common griefs prompt to the union of the needy 
and sorrowing in drawing nigh to God. All human experience testifies 
that it is not enough to pray alone. “It shall yet come to pass, that 
there shall come people, and the inhabitants of. many cities; and the 
inhabitants of one city shall go to another, saying,—Let us go speedily 
to pray before the Lord of hosts; I will go also. Yea, many people 
and strong nations shall come to seek the Lord of hosts in Jerusalem, 
and to pray before the Lord.” The prophet in this passage does but 
express what has a thousand times taken place in every age of the 
Church. But why this desire for the presence and agreement of 
others—of many others, in the presentation of prayer? Why not each 
for himself be content to pray at home, and in the secret place where 
none but God can hear ? 

That mankind have ever felt that secret supplication, intercession, 
and giving of thanks, though indispensable alike to piety and its culti- 
vation, are not enough, and that peculiar advantages attend the offering 
of united prayer, is clearly to be seen in their practice. There never 
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has been a time, since the Almighty said,—“ It is not good that the man 
should be alone,” when social prayer has not been addressed to the 
Most High,—a time, when men have not been wont to come one to 
another, and say,—“ Let us go to pray before the Lord of hosts.” 

Social prayer, therefore, as well as the lone prayer of the closet, it 
will be seen, is one of the promptings of human nature ; felt, as all his- 
tory teaches, in all climes, kindreds and generations. To neglect, 
withhold, and restrain such prayer, is to act contrary to the convic- 
tions,—the sober, long-cherished and fully-established convictions, 
of every age, and of all the world. 

To these convictions the Saviour of the world affixed his seal. He 
himself prayed both in secret and in company with others. What he 
encouraged and commended by his example, he also enforced with 
exhortations and promises. More explicit, unequivocal, and positive 
promises, cannot be framed than those which fell from his lips in rela- 
tion to prayer. “ Pray to thy Father, and thy Father shall reward thee 
openly.” “¢ Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; 
knock, and it shall be opened unto you.”  Andshall not God avenge 
his own elect, which cry day and night unto him, though he bear long 
with them? I tell you that he will avenge them speedily.” « And 
all things whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall 
receive.” ‘ What things soever ye desire when ye pray, believe that 
ye receive them, and ye shall have them.” “ Whatsoever ye shall ask 
in my name, that will Ido.” “If ye shall ask anything in my name, 
I will doit.” “If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you, ye shall 
ask what ye will, and it shall be done untp you.” “ Verily, verily, | 
say unto you, whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in my name, he will 
give it you.” “ Ask, and ye shall receive, that your joy may be full.” 

All these declarations of the Son of God are plain and direct. 
Whatever else they do or do not teach, of one thing they assure us 
beyond all question,—God will hear and answer when we pray ; we 
never pray in vain. Doubt anything else sooner than this. Deny 
every other doctrine of the Bible, or admit this; for no other is more 
abundantly confirmed. Question your own humanity, your own natu- 
ral affection, sooner ;—* If ye, then, being evil, know how to give good 
gifts unto your children, how much more shall your Father which is in 
heaven give good things to them that ask him?’ Such an appeal 
should silence every doubt. 

It was thus that he, who “is in the bosom of the Father,” discoursed 
of prayer. And what he taught he practised :— 


*¢ Cold mountains, and the midnight air, 
Witnessed the fervor of his prayer.” 


Much of what he said in relation to this exercise related, no doubt, to 
secret prayer—the praying of an individual by himself. But no small 
part of it, especially those promises that are recorded by the beloved 
John, has an obvious reference to united, social, public prayer. Such 
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is the reference, it will be seen, in the text:—“If two of you shall 
agree on earth, as touching anything that they shall ask.” 

The language of the text is worthy of special consideration. It pre- 
sents an additional feature in respect to prayer,—a new fact, a parti- 
cular promise. The Saviour had already, in the plainest terms and most 
explicit manner possible, reiterated, confirmed and established the 
ancient promises which had served, in former days, as the basis of the 
believer’s faith in prayer. The disciples, therefore, needed not any 
additional assurance that their individual prayers would be heard in 
heaven and avail with God. On this point no room for doubt was left. 
They needed, however, an additional lesson in the doetrine of prayer. 

Advancing from his former position, the great Teacher now takes 
still higher ground. He proceeds to inform them of the peculiar efficacy 
of union in prayer ; to teach them that the united prayer of any two of 
them has an efficacy much superior to that of the lone prayer of any 
one of them; that such a presentation of united desire has, not only 
the combined power that each suppliant would have with God, if he 
prayed alone, but an additional and peculiar power resulting from this 
very combination of hearts in the utterance of the same request. Just 
as there is greater power in a heap of living coals, than in the sum of 
the whole when each is detached from the other. 

Nor is this additional feature of the doctrine removed or impaired by 
insisting, as many do, that the language of the Saviour in this passage 
is to be referred and limited to the twelve and to their ecclesiastical 
canons, Sanctions and censures. Even in this restricted application of 
the words,—an application derived more from the juxta-position of the 
text, than from the declaration itself, which seems to include a general 
principle of the divine procedure,—it is yet most clearly taught, that 
the united prayer of any two of the twelve would have an efficacy 
greater than the sum of the efficacy of the prayer of each if offered 
separately. ‘How should one chase a thousand, and two put ten 
thousand to flight,” except on this principle ? 

The doctrine, therefore, that is taught in these words of our Lord, 
is plainly this:—That any number of praying souls, two or more, 
have much greater reason to expect success when they pray together * 
than when they pray for the same thing separately. Blessed promises, 
“exceedingly great and precious,” are, it is true, addressed to those 
who pray in secret; but greater and more glorious results may be 
expected from the social offering of prayer by any two or more of the 
disciples of Christ. This is the grand truth which, in this discourse, it 
is proposed to illustrate and commend. 

The particular reason presented by our Saviour for this superior efti- 
cacy of social prayer is to this effect:—‘* For where two or three are 
gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” 
Such a meeting, for such a purpose, is sure to attract the presence, the 
sympathy, and co-operation of the great Redeemer himself ;—sure to 
interest him in the matter prayed for, and to secure his joint-interces- 
sion for the desired blessing. When Jesus himself makes one of the 
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praying company, as he often did when on earth,—when he, who 
“ ever liveth to make intercession for them” who love him, mingles his 
supplications with the petitions of any twain of us,—when he bows 
down, as it were, with us at the mercy-seat—what wonder is it, that 
the thing for which we ask is done for us of our Father in heaven ? 

It may now be seen on which principle it is that social prayer has a 
peculiar efficacy above secret prayer; not indeed where the latter is 
neglected; but when we go from the latter to the former; when, 
having offered in its season the sacrifice of the closet, we go, stil! 
breathing the atmosphere that we have inhaled by communing with 
God in secret, to the place where prayer—united prayer—is “ wont to 
be made.” Thus we gather to ourselves the aid of as many as come 
together, each privileged for himself to plead all the promises, and 
throwing all their resources into a common fund with which to effect 
their desired object ; and not only their aid, but the presence, counten- 
ance, support, and joint-intercession of one who is “ worth ten thousand 
of us,” and “ten thousand times ten thousand,”—one who alone and 
infinitely is worthy,—one who can never pray in vain,—one who has 
only to ask and the treasure-house of heaven is thrown open to him. 
“ Thinkest thou,”’ said he to his disciples, “that I cannot now pray to 
my Father, and he shall presently give me more than twelve legions 
of angels ?”” 

Yes, in a peculiar manner, and as he is not with the secret suppli- 
ant, Christ is present and mingles with an assembly of his disciples, 
however small; be they but two in number, the least that can consti- 
tute an assembly. This, his peculiar presence, sanctifies both the altar 
and the gift,—the place of prayer and the prayer itself. For, when 
thus present, it is not in the character of an unconcerned spectator, or 
ral of a sympathizing friend; but, as the most concerned and 
interested of the company, to lead them, as he was wont to do when 
in the body, to the throne of the heavenly grace, to the mercy-seat, and 
to him that “sitteth between the cherubims,” and to offer for them 
“ the effectual fervent prayer” of him who alone is righteous. It can- 
not but be, therefore, that peculiar efficacy should pertain to the prayer 
which proceeds, at one time and place, from the hearts and lips of the 
people of God. 

In further illustration of this fact, appeal may be made 


I. To the prevalence —_ prayer among men. 

It has already been observed that social prayer has, in every age, 
been the resort, in time of need, of our sinful and perishing race. 
Wherever God has been known and worshipped, united prayer has con- 
stituted a part—a principal part—of that worship. Where, too, in 
their blindness and folly, men have “changed the truth of God into a 
lie, and worshipped and served the creature more thau the Creator,” 
where they have “ changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an 
image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and four-footed 
beasts, and creeping things”—to these their idols they have appealed 
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for help with all the supposed power of union in prayer. The convic- 
tion of the world has ever been, that such prayer, not only is a 
proper way in which to worship the Creator, but has a remarkable 
superiority over prayer in secret. 

Whether this universal fact may be regarded as the result of an ori- 
ginal dictate of man’s nature—of a feeling growing out of his original 
constitution,—or as the consequence of an early revelation of the divine 
will preserved by a common tradition among all nations,—it shows 
beyond a question that the experience of every age and generation has 
confirmed the position that social prayer has a value peculiar to itself; 
that there are blessings, the bestowment of which can be secured in this 
and in no other way, or better thus than by other means. 

The appeal may also be made 


II. To the experience of those who neglect social prayer. 

It is in accordance with invariable experience, that in order to pre- 
serve the power of religion the form thereof must be sustained. The 
form, it is true, may and often does exist without the power; but the 
power is never found without “the form of godliness.” Consequently, 
whenever men have neglected and abandoned the practice of social 
prayer, their religion has first degenerated, and then dwindled away, 
until it ceased to have even 


*¢ A local habitation and a name.” 


This fact is particularly observable in communities of small extent, 
such as are found in towns and villages. Let the practice, in any such 
community, of assembling together for united prayer be for any cause 
suspended, and at length entirely discontinued for years and genera- 
tions, and it is no difficult thing to foretell the consequences to the 
religion and morals of that community. Sad and deplorable evidences 
enough can be found, that in such cases, with the neglect of social 
prayer, religion has departed, errors of the most glaring and disastrous 
character have crept in and stalk abroad at noon day, while vice grows 
up and flourishes like weeds in the garden of the sluggard. 

All this we know to have resulted from the neglect of what is called 
public prayer or worship, which is social prayer in its most enlarged 
form. Similar consequences flow, as might be shown, from the neglect 
of household prayer, in which the social character is still retained, but 
in a limited form. 

There is, however, another form of social prayer, occupying a middle 
ground between public and household prayer, neither so restricted as 
the one, nor so extended as the other ;—a form which is ordinarily dis- 
tinguished as social prayer. An assemblage for such a purpose 1s, by 
way of farther distinction, commonly called a prayer-meeting. Such 
assemblages are not confined to the Lord’s day, as those for public 
worship ordinarily are ; nor are they held only in the sanctuary. The 
whole, or a part of a church, or neighborhood, may come together, in 
any convenient place,—a lecture-room, a vestry, a parlor, a cabin, or 
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“an upper chamber,”—on any day or evening of the week, for the 
avowed purpose of continuing an hour or two in united prayer. So did 
they in the days of the Apostles, and so were they assembled, some of 
the early Christians, on the memorable occasion of Peter’s deliverance 
trom the prison and the sword. 

To such meetings the language of the text has a most manifest and 
particular application, as may be seen from the sad experience of those 
churches and Christians who are strangers to such meetings. Show me 
a church of any name, in any part of the world, who have always, or 
for many years, contented themselves with the assembling of them- 
selves together for public worship once or twice on the Lord’s 
day; who are never seen at other times gathering to their solemn 
meeting ; who never, when two or three have come together, bow 
themselves down at the mercy-seat ; who are never heard presenting 
the voice of united prayer in social circles ;—and I will show you a 
church where revivals of religion are unknown and undesired ; where 
individual cases of conversion seldom or never occur ; where the waters 
of life stagnate ; where the fire on the altar is almost quenched ; where 
the heavens are brass and the earth iron; a church, whose dwelling- 
place is in the top of Gilboa, or on “a heath in the desert ;” and who 
can scarcely be distinguished from the very lovers of this world. 

Or, if such churches cannot be found, show me a church among 
whom one or more weekly meetings for prayer have been set up, either 
for males or females, or both; but where not one in ten or twenty of 
their number is ever seen in the place of prayer; and of those who 
come, a large part, perhaps, are occasional visitants; where but few and 
infrequent means are used to induce the church to attend, or if used are 
ineffectual ; where prayer-meetings are set up only to languish and 
die ;—and I need not tell you what is the spiritual state and prospects 
of that people; you know already. There the ambassador of Christ, 
if he be what a herald of the cross ever should be, is often heard to 
ery—* Who hath believed our report, and to whom is the arm of the 
Lord revealed?’ It would be presumptuous in the extreme to expect 
to find a revival of religion or a refreshing from the presence of the 
Lord in such a church. “ Do men gather grapes of thorns or figs of 
thistles ?”’ So uniform are these consequences, that the prayer-meeting 
is ordinarily regarded as the spiritual thermometer of the church. 

Once more: take the case of an individual who is connected with 
the Church, and dwells among a people where such means of grace 
are afforded him, but who, though frequently invited and urged to asso- 
ciate in such exercises with “the praying few,” finds neither time nor 
inclination to be present and participate in the duties and privileges of 
such an occasion. Such a Christian professor may possibly be found 
among them whom I now address. Yes—I have one even now in my 
eye. “Thou art the man!” Let me ask thee, why is it that thou 
canst never find time for the weekly exercise of social prayer? 
How is it that the appointed season always finds thee so busily occu- 
pied with other concerns? When have I seen thee in a prayer- 
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mecting ? Alas! it is, “long—long ago!’ Seldom hast thou ever 
been heard to open thy lips in prayer. And what now is the character 
of thy religion ? what the state of thy heart? Shall I tear away the 
yeil that hides it from the eyes of mortals? Shall I penetrate its dark 
chambers, explore its deep and gloomy recesses, and draw a picture of 
its wretched condition? This would but expose you before the world, 
and I am loth to doit. God knows it all, and not a little of it thou 
knowest thyself. Thou knowest full well that it is by no means with 
thee as in months and years that are past. With thyself and with thy 
God I leave thee. 

But let me ask, did ever a Christian become at all distinguished for 
piety, who had no place, nor desire for a place, in the social praying . 
circle? Show me the man. I have never seen him. Or is there 
one whom I now address, who walks with God daily, and always, or 
for the most part, has delightful fellowship with the Father and with 
his Son, Jesus Christ—one who is growing in grace and ripening for 
heaven, who, at the same time, never or seldom accompanies his 
Redeemer, nor desires to accompany him, to the place where two or 
more are met together in the name of Christ for united prayer? But 
why do I ask? How vain the thought! Who for one moment would 
undertake, or think of, such a fruitless search ? 

Let me, however, direct attention to yet another class. There are 
those, perhaps, who now hear me, to whom this subject has brought 
many painful recollections. You were once among the number who 
came to the place of prayer, bowed down with the Tae band before 
the throne of grace, lifted up your voices in the midst of your brethren 
and sisters, and poured out your hearts in fervent supplication unto him 
who heareth prayer. For a season you, too, “did run well.’’ But 
that season was short. Months have passed away, and we have 
looked for you at the appointed time and place, but you were not to be 
seen. Surely, we have said, after such an appeal as he heard on the 
Sabbath, after so much entreaty and urgency on the part of the pastor, 
surely he will come this evening. But the evening came, and our 
hearts sunk within us when we found that your place was still vacant ; 
that you could not be seen even lingering about the door. Need I call 
you by name? Not at all; it is well known. The eyes of your 
brethren and sisters are on you; and what is more, the all-seeing eye 
is also on you. Your God and Saviour too has looked for you, and 
you came not. When our hearts have felt his presence, and over- 
flowed with streams of bliss, we have wished for you, but wished in 
vain. 

And now suffer me to ask—not what has prevented your attendance, 
and repressed your desire—but is it_better with you, than when you 
would sooner offend all your kindred than fail to keep your engagement 
with the Saviour at the hour and place for the weekly prayer-meeting ? 
better than when you would as soon make an engagement for worldly 
business or pleasure on the Lord’s Day, as on the evening consecrated 
te social prayer? Better? Alas! how art thou fallen! scarcely canst 
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thou recognize thy former self. Is this he who once so breathed the 
atmosphere of Heaven in his interviews with God, that his very counte. 
nance shone as he came down from the mount, and his garments were 
filled with the rich perfume ? 


‘When one, that holds communion with the skies, 
Has filled his urn where these pure waters rise, 
And once more mingles with us, meaner things, 
Tis e’en as if an angel shook his wings: 
Immortal fragrance fills the circuit wide, 

That tells us whence his treasures are supplied.” 


So was it with thee, poor wanderer! Such was the fragrance of those 
happy seasons when the world was far away, and heaven was brought 
down to the earth. But what a mere skeleton hast thou now become! 
What an image art thou of living death! “ How is the gold become 
dim, how is the most fine gold changed!” Would that I could per- 
suade thee to come and, like the prodigal, deplore thy folly in leaving 
thy Father’s house! Why longer stay away to starve and perish? 
Believe me, thou canst never thrive on husks; canst never again ex- 
perience the bliss of former days, until thy feet are once more led, with 
a longing heart, to the place where Jesus is—the place where he makes 
one of a praying circle in mutual sympathy and intercession. 

Bear with me, if I seem to be urgent. “The love of Christ con- 
straineth” me. I am in earnest. i am distressed for you who are 
impoverishing your souls. I am anxious—greatly anxious—that it 
should be with each of you as once it was. I have one request to 
make of you. Will you not grant it? It will cost you nothing. 
You can comply, I doubt not, if you will. Your brethren and sisters— 
a few of them at least—are wont to meet at a specified hour and place 
every week, to pray for the out-pouring of the spirit and the prosperity 
of Zion. Will each of you be present, God willing, at thenext meeting? 
The Master has said—* where two or three are gathered togetherin my 
name there am I in the midst of them.”? Christ will be there, for he 
will keep his word for ever. Will you be there ?—No? can you say 
it? Not even to meet Christ there? Not even to honor him with 
your presence? Not even to obtain of him the desire of your heart? 

What aileth thee, friend? Must Jesus stand begging with thee, 
day after day, and be denied after all? Dost thou believe or not what 
he tells thee in the text? If thou dost not believe his word, what dost 
thou but give him the lie? Thou makest thy God a liar! Either 
thou dost not believe that Christ will be present in deed and in truth, 
or dost not care for his company. If thou lovest him, then to be 
where he is, 


‘Ts sweeter than ten thousand days 
Of pleasurable sin.” 


Then if thou dost believe his word, thou canst not stay away. Every- 
thing will be laid aside, and time redeemed, to have such an interview 
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with Christ. If it be, however, thy choice to stay away, then say not 
— Lord !—thou knowest that I love thee.” 
But we may appeal also, and with great confidence, 


Ill. To their experience who faithfully improve their opportunities 
of Social Prayer. 

That the Saviour himself delighted in this heavenly exercise can be 
doubted not at all. He and his disciples, with others of a kindred 
spirit, often had their prayer-meetings. Frequently when two or three 
of those who loved him, trusting in the memorable words of the text, 
had met together, and were —a the consolation of Israel, the Lord, 
whom they sought, would suddenly and unexpectedly come in, and, 
bowing down with them at the mercy-seat, give an inexpressible in- 
terest to their meeting. 

At times he would take two or three of them aside from the rest, and 
when by themselves engage with them in exercises of devotion. On one 
occasion he expressed, to Peter and James and John, his desire for their 
company and participation in this heavenly privilege. He would go 
forth to a retired spot and pray ; and these his bosom-friends he would 
have with him. They arrive at the place, sequestered from the obser- 
vation of the world, and shut in by the covert, perhaps, of a grateful 
grove of olives. There, on the mountain-side, they bow down together, 
and Jesus prays. The longer he continues in the delightful employ- 
ment, the more he seems to partake of the spirit, and to breathe the 
atmosphere of heaven; so much so, that presently his whole form 
becomes radiant with the light of the upper world, and heaven is brought 
down to the earth. And with the light of heaven came two of its 
glorified inhabitants ;—Moses, the great lawgiver, and Elijah, the great 
prophet of Israel. It seemed but a step that day from earth to heaven. 
Had Jacob been there, he would have exclaimed, as with far less reason 
at Bethel—*“ This is none other but the house of God, and this is the 
gate of heaven.” As it was, however—such was the inspiration of 
the occasion, Peter said to his Saviour—* Lord! it is good for us to be 
here ; if thou wilt, let us make here three tabernacles.” 

Yes, it is good to be where Christ is, and in the praying circle. Ex- 
perience is the best evidence. Taste and see. Ask them who have 
put the social prayer-meeting to the proof, and they can tell. “We 
speak that we do know, and testify that we have seen.” Our testimony 
is—that they who faithfully improve their opportunities of social prayer, 
other things being equal, experience more sweet and pure delight in 
the very exercise; grow more rapidly and steadily in grace; become 
the most devotional, active and useful Christians ; constitute, in fact, the 
life and soul of the Church ; and, finally, that to them more than to all 
other human means, are we indebted for showers of divine grace and 
abundant harvests of spiritual blessings. 


1. They experience more sweet and pure delight in the very exercise, 
—See this exemplified in the case of a young convert. The prayer- 
§* 
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meeting is the delight of a new-born soul. That which creates delight 
will be sought again and again. Conscious of the happiness thus af- 
forded, the soul instinctively desires a renewal of the gratification. One 
who has just been truly converted to God needs no entreaty to engage 
in the exercise of social devotion. Every opportunity is eagerly em- 
braced. 

Recall, fellow-Christian! the days of your own spiritual childhood, 
With what eagerness was the occasion embraced that gave you an 
opportunity of such spiritual communion! Were you busily cccupied 
at the time with the cares of the world? They were felt to be a 
grievous burden, because they interfered with the gratification of this 
longing desire to be one of the “ two or three.” Were you pressingly 
occupied with household affairs? How were the labors of the eve- 
ning anticipated and put out of the way, that you might have leisure 
to meet your brethren and sisters “where prayer is wont to be made !” 
And, when a kind Providence afforded you the gratification, with what 
emphasis could you say—* Lord ! it is good for us to be here!” How 
sweet the peace—how pure the delight—how full, even to overflowing, 
the grateful heart, as you bowed before the Lord, as you sung the 
praises of your glorified Redeemer! These are among the most 
pleasant remembrances of your whole spiritual history. It was a real 
joy, an unfeigned and satisfying delight. Those were “ spiritual bless- 
ings in heavenly places in Christ,” for which you could not be too 
grateful. And, when the short hour of prayer had passed, did you not 
go away from the much-loved spot with a renewed relish for the service 
of God, with a livelier gratitude for the grace of regeneration, and with 
more ardent anticipations of another such season of pure enjoyment? 
I need not ask. ‘Ihere can be but one answer to these questions. 

Let me refer also to those seasons of grace when God pours out 
his Holy Spirit, and the Church is refreshed with frequent showers of 
divine grace. Then, if ever, spiritual affections and apprehensions are 
lively ; then the renewed heart longs for, and can be satisfied with 
nothing short of, a real, rational and rich spiritual feast. Baser plea- 
sures no longer please. Worldly gratifications are no longer desired, 
but regarded even with disgust. Led by the Spirit, the soul of the 
Christian seeks those places of resort, where its keen and purified appe- 
tite for heavenly joys can be gratified to the full. Under this guidance, 
and impelled by this desire, mindful of former joys, and conscious of the 
delight afforded by the very thoughts of such a meeting, the Christian 
hastes to the place of prayer. From “all the dwellings of Jacob” 
they come up at the appointed hour and crowd the place. Many, who 
have long absented themselves, by reason of their lukewarmness or 
coldness, now with eager haste are seen flocking together, evening 


after evening, and week after week, as though they could not be satiated 
with such delights. 


“ They drink, and drink, and drink again, 
And yet they still are dry.” 


Such, beloved in the Lord! has been your experience again and 
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agam. You can add your testimony, I know, to that of thousands in 
all parts of the Lord’s heritage, that the more you engage in such 
exercises of devotion, the more you delight in them and desire them. 
When, in the providence of God, you are separated for a season from 
the place of prayer, itis felt to be a hardship indeed. If laid on a bed 
of sickness, or confined to your dwelling by a lingering and debilitating 
disease, the place and hour of social prayer is not, cannot be forgotten. 
If you have been called to take up your abode temporarily or perma- 
nently at a place remote from such opportunities, how often do you feel 
constrained to say—“ Oh that I could once more enjoy those blessed 
prayer-meetings!” Said one to me a short time since—* There is no- 
thing that makes me feel that I have gone from home so much as those 
prayer-meetings.”? And this testimony is repeated over and over again. 
It shows what are the honest convictions of God’s dear children, how 
great has been their sense of enjoyment in such gatherings, and how 
much they are to be prized as affording the means of greatly increasing 
one’s spiritual gratification. 


2. They grow more rapidly and steadily in grace.—* They that wait 
upon the Lord shall renew their strength ; they shall mount up with 
wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall 
walk and not faint.” If this is true, as every Christian knows, of secret 
prayer, it is no less true of social worship, as a great “cloud of wit- 
nesses” can testify. Too frequently the course of the believer is like 
the waves of the sea in their undulations, but not in their progress. Now 
he is all life, and presently he seems scarcely to breathe. Now he 
advances with a rapid step, and seems as if he would take heaven itself 
by storm, and then he is borne onward and downward by the current of 
worldliness. 

There are some, however, who evidently, even in times of great degene- 
racy, are making steady progress in their journey to the New Jerusa- 
lem ; whose graces are becoming more and more perfectly developed ; 
whose principles are gaining depth and strength, and who are daily 
learning more and more of their own hearts and of the riches of grace 
that are treasured up in Christ Jesus, their Lord. To any of these you 
may go, and learn how the prayer-meeting is attended. They can tell 
you, for they are always there, unless an evident providence prevent. 
Their growth in grace not only prompts them to seek the place of prayer, 
but is itself in part, and so they feel it to be, a result of frequent attend- 
ance there. 

Has there ever been a time, my brother! when every week you were 
accustomed to attend one or more prayer-meetings, and when you en- 
deavored faithfully to improve these means of grace? Are you not 
convinced that that was a season, not only of high spiritual enjoyment, 
bui of evident and great advance “ in grace and in the knowledge of 
our Lord Jesus Christ?” And this because you were then brought under 
such influences as served to dispel the darkness, dissipate the mist, and 
give clearness to your spiritual vision, as also to promote the growth 
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and strength of all the members of the spiritual body. So has it ever 
been with all who have fairly made this experiment. 


3. They become the most devotional, active and useful Christians. 
How could it be otherwise! They who most and best grow in grace 
are sure, as a matter of course, to be the most devotional. They carry 
away with them, from the place of prayer, such a love for prayer as 
sends them again and again to their closet and makes the flames of 
devotion burn brighter on the household altar. This spirit, moreover, 
accompanies them in, and gives character, to their daily walk and con- 
versation. So much is this the case, that the contrast between them and 
other members of the Church is perceived, not only by those whose 
spiritual senses are highly cultivated, but by the ungodly world, who are 
constrained to take “knowledge of them that they have been with 
Jesus.” 

Animated by this spirit of devotion they become, of course, more 
active in every duty. They are actuated by a living principle. They 
cannot be so much and so often with their divine Lord, and not partake 
of his spirit. From communion with him in the place where he is 
pledged to be present, they derive a lively zeal for doing good. This 
zeal shows itself in frequent and earnest exertions to bring others to be 
partakers of their joy. Their fellow-Christians feel the influence of 
such an example, and are humbled on account of their own deficiency. 
The unconyerted feel it, and are brought to bow with them as they seek 
the grace of salvation. Thus their activity is of great use to the Church, 
and their success in doing good—the secret of which may to some ex- 
tent be learned at the prayer-meeting—prompts others to go and do 
likewise. 


4. Hence they become the life and soul, as it were, of the Church.— 
To put this matter to the test, let us suppose, that, by some remarkable 
providence, those who are accustomed to attend the meeting for social 
prayer were taken away from us, separated from their brethren by a re- 
moval to some distant place or to a better world, and their places left 
yacant. What,I ask, would become of the Church? There might be 
five, or even ten or twenty times as many professors remaining, and the 
public assembly on the Lord’s Day but little diminished ; the body might 
* still be there, but where would be the soul! where the pastor’s stay 
and comfort ? where the upholders of his hands ? where the spiritual 
life and prosperity of the Church? Alas! I tremble to think of the fatal 
consequences. God spare to us our praying brethren and sisters !— 
spare that precious band of believers, who, in summer and in winter, in 
the clear star-light and in the storm, in revivals and in the season of cold- 
ness, are seen gathering, true as the magnet to the pole, to the place of 
social prayer. Let him take away our wealth, our men of learning and 
distinction in society—let him take what he will, but Oh, that he would 
spare us, however poor and obscure they may be, our praying circle ! 
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5. I need but add, that to them more than all other human means, 
we are indebted for showers of divine grace.—They are the represen- 
tatives of that band of Christians, in answer to whose united prayers, 
in that “ upper chamber” in Jerusalem, the promised Spirit came on 
the memorable day of Pentecost. And every subsequent revival of 
religion, it might easily be shown, has, with scarcely an exception, been 
connected with some such gathering. What pastor, in these days, ever 
hopes to see his people thus blest, except in connection with such means 
of grace? Where can the Church be found, on whom God is wont to 
pour out his Holy Spirit, who know nothing of prayer-meetings? If 
ever there was a matter placed beyond a doubt, it is that the social prayer- 
meeting is indispensable to the spiritual prosperity of the Church. But 
for those, then, who love and frequent these meetings, the churches 
would soon become “ like a heath in the desert. ”” 


In Conciusion, I cannot forbear asking, 

(1.) If there be any truth in the promise of our text, why is it-that 
prayer-meetings are so neglected ?, Why is it that in many churches 
not more than one in every eight or ten can be persuaded to become 
habitual attendants upon this social service? Let every Christian an- 
swer it to his Saviour. 

(2.) What blessings might not be expected, if but one half of every 
church would statedly and heartily engage in this neglected exercise ? 
What a vast increase of spiritual-mindedness would ensue ? what an 
emancipation of the Church from the bondage of the world ? what an 
increase in the number and power of revivals of religion ? what an 
impulse to every good work ? 

(3.) Can you bear the immense and fearful responsibility of prevent- 
ing allthis good? Can any of you bearit? If all were to do as you 
do, what would become of the Church? Will you, from this time, 
remember that Jesus is to be found in the prayer-meeting, and strive to 
be there yourself? Or, if you have no desire to be with Christ, will 
you give up your hope ? 
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THE DUTY OF CHRISTIAN JOY. 


** Rejoice evermore.”—1 Thessalonians v. 16. 


Hasrtvat cheerfulness,—a glad and joyful temper, is here inculcated 
as a Christian duty. We are to be more than contented; we are to 
Resoice. We are to do this habitually ; “ Rejoice evermore.” 

Let us notice 


J. THE NATURE OF THAT Joy? 
TI. THe CONSIDERATIONS WHICH ENFORCE THE DUTY. 


1. The nature of that joy—We are not required to be insensible 
to evil, nor careless of evil. 

Our own follies and sins are a natural cause of distress. It was 
such a one as Paul, the aged and experienced Christian, who cried out, 
“OQ wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from the body of 
this death ?” 

The sins and miseries of others will touch the Christian’s heart. 
He was a holy man who said, “ Horror hath taken hold upon me,”— 
“Rivers of waters run down mine eyes, because they keep not thy 
law.” The Saviour wept over Jerusalem, as he beheld the city, and 
thought of its approaching doom. 

The calamities of Zion will, of necessity, fill the child of God with 
grief, ‘ Why should not my countenance be sad,” cried the pious 
Nehemiah, “ when the city, the place of my fathers’ sepulchres, lieth 
waste, and the gates thereof are consumed with fire?’ Nor was he 
the only child of God who has “ sat down and wept, and mourned, and 
fasted and prayed before the God of heaven” on account of the calami- 
ties of Zion. “ By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down; yea, we 
wept, when we remembered Zion. For they that carried us away 
captive required of us a song ; and they that wasted us required of us 
mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How shall we sing 
the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let 
my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my 
tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth.” 

Sorrow in the afflictions of others is not forbidden. The Saviour 
wept at the grave of Lazarus. No precept of religion bids us dry up 
the fountains of sympathy, which God implanted in the human heart in 
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its best estate. Religion, in its principles and spirit, would make us 
kind-hearted sympathetic beings as “ Rejoice with them that do rejoice, 
and weep with them that weep.” 

In one respect, the Christian is called to pass the time of his sojourn- 
ing here in fear. His acquaintance with his own inconstant and sinful 
heart ; his habitual thoughts of the judgment: his anxiety lest his own 
soul fail of the grace of life : these things require him to be sober, and 
to watch unto prayer. These things may so weigh upon the mind, as 
to give the countenance a cast of gloom ; especially where grace in 
the soul is just sufficient to make one taste the anxieties of religion, but 
not sufficient to allow him to welcome its joys. But if the Christian 
will believe God, and obey God, and be faithful to seek his grace, he 
has a remedy even here. Instead of sinking down under despondency, 
he should give more diligence to make his calling and election sure. 

The Christian is not to be always complaining, always sighing and 
groaning. He is not to be, nor is he to appear to be, an unhappy 
man, whose spirit is usually burdened and bowed down. He is to be 
habitually in such a frame of mind as to enjoy life: and to be such in 
his habitual temper as naturally to make all happy around him. It is 
as truly his duty to be of such a joyful temper, as it is to feel the sorrow 
of repentance for sin, or to be solemn in the presence of his God. 

The amount of the precept is this: Never be morose: never-be 
gloomy: be of a happy, cheerful disposition: never give way to 
despondency while God is upon the throne. Be contented ;—do more: 
be so affected with confidence in God ; be so grateful for his mercies ; 
partake so largely of the comfort of the Holy Ghost, and of the hope 
of everlasting life, as to fill your heart with perpetual joy. “ Rejoice 
evermore.” Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say REJOICE.” 


Ji. Tuts soy 1s 4 Curistian puty. And if so, the contrary temper 
is both a blemish and a sin. 

1. The Christian owes to God, this tribute of a grateful and happy 
heart.—The Creator has spread the fields with fragrance and with beauty, 
and filled the air with music, and shed abroad upon the earth the light of 
his glorious sun, with no other design than that of making man happy, 
and of declaring his own glorious beneficence. 

To be otherwise than rejoicing, when reconciled to our Father ; 
assured by the exceedingly great and precious promises,—that pledge 
us his favor,—that engage all things to work together for our good ; 
and that secure us heaven at the last, to be otherwise than habitually 
rejoicing under such eircumstances is to be sadly ungrateful, and sadly 
at variance with the harmony and design of the great plan of Creation, 
of Providence, and of Redemption. What, my soul! discontented and 
gloomy : thyself the work of such an almighty hand ; the object of his 
providential care ; surrounded by so many tokens of his goodness ; 
supplied with so many numberless superfluities, that bespeak the care 
and tenderness of a Father! 

What, my soul! discontented, gloomy, and ungrateful, when redeem- 
ed from hell; when adopted into the family of God as a dear child, 
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and destined to be, ere long, translated to a fairer and eternal world ; 
to live for ever in the presence of God, under his smiles, associated with 
angels and the spirits of the just made perfect! What, discontented ; 
craving more; dissatisfied with thy Father’s mercies; displeased with 
the lot thy Father gives thee ! 

Dissatisfied and gloomy Christian; pray tell, what must your Father 
do for you to make you happy? Cannot all the infinite fulness of 
Christ content you? Must you needs be unblest till the Lord bestows 
something which his infinite wisdom and his fatherly kindness see fit to 
withhold ? or till he changes something in that course of his providence 
which he deems wise and good? Can you not be content to take the 
world as he suffers it to be under his government? Can you not bear, 
without impatience, the little trials which he has purposely left in the 
pathway of your pilgrimage to heaven? Must all the briars and thorns 
be removed from this fallen world before you can be pleased with the 
dealings of the Lord your God? Is there no dreadful discipline that 
your unthankful and unhappy temper may call down upon you, that 
you are not afraid to be found thus murmuring against God, and suffer. 
ing your heart to fret against the Lord ? 

2. The Christian owes it to himself to be of a rejoicing temper— 
Why should he make himself unhappy? Why should he starve amid 
the bounties of such a feast? Why should he look forth upon this 
glorious world of Jehovah, and bring over it a veil of clouds and darks 
ness, only because his own gloomy spirit looks forth from a disordered 
and jaundiced eye? To be habitually gloomy and desponding is, of 
course, to be so without cause. Discontented Christian; suppose the 
Lord should see fit to remove his mercies, since they do not please you; 
suppose he should see fit to chastise that murmuring spirit, and under- 
take to subdue that rebellious heart, have you looked around you to see 
what blessings you are prepared to have taken away ? Have you mea- 
sured the judgments of the Lord that you are so willing to provoke, 
and so ready to meetthem? Have all his billows gone over thee? 
Are you sure that your heart can endure, or your hands be strong in the 
day when he shall undertake to deal with thee? Take care, Christian, 
that gloomy dissatisfied spirit comes from a wicked temper—from dis 
trust of God—from insubmission—from an impatient, unthankful, mur- 
muring heart! It must be laid aside of your own voluntary movement; 
or, if God designs to save you, he will, very probably, efface it from 
your soul by some dreadful discipline! 

3. The Christian owes it to others—They have a claim upon his 
justice, not to render them unhappy by his unhappy looks, and by the 
unnecessary sighs and groans caused by evils that have their existence 
mainly in an unhappy temper; or prompted only by the forebodings of 
a gloomy imagination. 

It isa cheap way of making others happy, to associate with them in 
a cheerful, happy, frame of mind. It is worth more to them than gold— 
it outweighs the benefit of many kindnesses bestowed. To be otherwise,is 
a species of dishonesty and of cruelty, the opposite of Christian integrity 
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and of Christian love. It robs others of their happiness. It is worse 
than the violence of some sudden outbreak of passion from a temper, in 
the main, full of generous kindness. With no benefit to one’s self, it 
is a gratuitous infliction of misery, and often upon one’s nearest kindred 
and friends ; an infliction against which there is no defence, save that 
those who are able will generally retreat from it, and leave the unhap- 
py being without friends: and the more unhappy in himself when he 
finds himself undervalued and neglected. 

4, It is due to the cause of religion.—A contrary spirit belies reli- 
gion, and inflicts upon its cause an injury which no open enemy could 
commit. No one has any right to give such an impression of that reli- 
gion whose true characteristics are love, heaven, and joy in the Holy 
Ghost; and which never promotes unhappiness save when it comes 
into conflict with sin; and when it flings its arrows of conviction into 
the heart at enmity with God, people are thrown off from Christians 
and from Christianity by such an unhappiness of temper. Especially 
is it so, when, unfortunately, the Christian has taken it into his mind 
that such gloominess is a part of religion itself. What mischiefs such 
gloomy Christians may do to their families God only can tell. It is not 
impossible that many a Christian, who has often and fervently prayed 
for the conversion of his children, has, by his unhappy temper and 
gloomy deportment, been the cause of their eternal ruin. 

5. Nature concurs with grace in declaring the duty of holy joy— 
We may learn lessons from the fowls of the air, and from the beasts of 
the field. The groves are filled with melody and songs. The pleasures 
of intellect and hope, the inferior orders of creation have not; but wit- 
ness the joyous flights of the birds of the air, and the happy gambols of 
the animals that sport in freedom upon the earth. The very insects 
seem sportive in happiness. The children of the human race, unless 
their joy is unwisely and unhappily hindered, partake of the same na- 
tural gladness, Their active sports, and even their rude mirth, and 
boisterous laughter, show how much of the instinct of happiness God 
has left in the bosoms even of fallen beings. As age comes on cares 
increase. The wicked habits of an unhappy world are easily learned. 
Pride, ambition, folly, fretfulness, and guilt, corrode the mind. When 
the capacities of the intellect and the heart ought to have fitted the soul 
for joys more extensive, rational, and refined, too often, alas! poor 
fallen man has grown more unhappy. But all this is just as unnatural 
as sin and rebellion against God. The buoyant spirits of youth ought 
to be succeeded by delight in the service of God. As the bodily 
strength declines, and earthly joys and earthly hopes depart, the soul 
ought to find a richer and still richer portion in God. The comfort of 
the Holy Ghost should more and more fill the soul, till at last it is 
= home, like a shock of corn fully ripe, into the garner of the 

ord. 

6. The Christian has sufficient occasion to rejoice evermore.—Speak 
you of trials? of afflictions ? of sorrows? “ The sufferings of this pre- 
sent time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be 
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revealed in us.”’ They are all only a “ light affliction which is but for 
a moment, working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of 
glory.” They are scarcely to be thought of as any just hindrances of 
the Christian’s joy. But our mercies! our causes for joy! They are 
innumerable. They are unspeakable. Rejoice in God. Rejoice in 
his government. Rejoice in his forgiveness. Rejoice in his salvation, 
It does not appear how infinite love and infinite power could give you, 
in your imperfect state, more or greater causes for rejoicing evermore, 

Our Lord told his disciples of perils, reproaches, and persecutions ; 
but, said he, “Those things have I spoken unto you, that in me ye 
might have peace. In the world ye shall have tribulation ; but be of 
good cheer, I have overcome the world.” “These things have | 
spoken unto you, that my joy might remain in you, and that your joy 
might be full.” “The Kingdom of God is not meat and drink, but 
righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost.”? How significant 
that prayer of Paul for the Christians at Rome! “ Now, the God of 
HOPE, FILL you, with ALL Joy AND PEACE in believing, that ye may ABOUND 
in hope through the power of the Holy Ghost.” 


APPLICATION. 

And now, brethren, let us endeavor to apply this doctrine to our own 
improvement. It will cost us effort: it will cost us watchfulness: it 
will cost us self-denial: for we are fallen beings in a world of trials, 
But it is a part of the Christian warfare, and we must set out in earnest 
for the victory. 

1. Fix in your mind that it is your duty to cultivate the temper of 
Christian joy. Address yourself earnestly and prayerfully to this work. 
It is a work which lies wholly in your own soul. Put off a sad and 
gloomy temper as you would put off a loathsome sin. Leave gloom 
and repining to the enemies of God: but make it your work to be so 
grateful, so full of hope and of confidence in God, as to rejoice 
evermore. 

2. Take the world and your pilgrimage through it as they must be. 
Expect not everything smooth and pleasant. Expect not all sunshine. 
Read the prophets; read the history of days of old: it never was all 
smooth and pleasant even for prophets and apostles. Then why for 
you? Your Lord and Master was a man of sorrows and acquainted 
with grief. And shall you have no need of patience, that after you 
have done the will of God, you may receive the promise ? 

3. If you ever find your soul sinking into a gloomy desponding 
frame, then ask yourself what it is that troubles you. Are you troubled 
with your own sins? or are you discontented with the providence of 
God? or are you distrusting his goodness, his grace and his govern- 
ment? If others have done wrong, then pray for them: but do not for 
that reason plunge your own soul into rebellion against God. 

4. If afflictions, temptations, and trials, press upon you, think first of 
the duty of submission: you pray every day “ Thy will be done.” 
When, therefore, God has done his will, submit to it. “ Take the 
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prophets, who have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example of 
suffering, affliction, and of patience.” “ Behold, we count them happy 
which endure.” If you are called to suffer, think how much less this 
suffering is than that eternal punishment which you have deserved. 
« Wherefore doth a living man complain ?” 

If you are bereaved, think that what God does he does well. He 
neither infringes your rights, nor intends any unkindness, when, in his 
sovereign pleasure, he takes away what he gave. The only tenure on 
which he has granted us friends or near kindred is, that we must one: 
day follow them, or they must follow us to the grave. 

Are your prospects dark 2 Do your duty, and commit all to God :— 
“ Casting all your care upon him, for he careth for you.” Mark that 
expression: “ Casting all your care upon him :”—* all ””—the whole 
of it. The care is the heaviest part of the burden; and yet it concerns 
troubles which we may never see. Those troubles ten, fifteen, or twenty 
years distant! yea, even the care of to-morrow! Why, Christian, you 
may be sleeping in the grave, or if you live, God may not design to bring 
them upon you. Is not the evil of the day sufficient for it? Must you 
needs reach forward some days or yeais, and pull down upon your 
shoulders burdens which God may never design to lay upon you ? 
The Saviour has charged you, in this respect, to “take no thought for 
the morrow.” Are you so in love with trouble, as to break through 
the Saviour’s command, for the purpose of making yourself unhappy ? 

Are you poor? Do you fear for want? You are privileged to ask 
for your daily bread. Say to your soul— The Lord is my shepherd ; 
I shall not want.” “The young lions do lack, and suffer hunger; but 
they that seek the Lord shall not want any good thing.” God is able 
to feed you and clothe you, and shelter you here, till he sees best to take 
you to heaven. 

Are you in disease and weakness, sinking down to death? Your 
heavenly inheritance is just before you. If you are Christ’s, this is a 
token that he is about to fulfil in your case, what he prayed to the 
Father: “ Father, I will that they also whom thou hast given me, be 
with me where I am, that they may behold my glory.” If Christ re- 
moves you, fear not that he will fail to take care of your children and 
friends, for whom it seems to you so needful that you should be 
suffered to remain. 

The cause of Christ, so dear to you, often languishes. So it must, 
while God suffers the wickedness of men, and allows them to unfold 
their true character. But the ark is safe. Cease not to pray for Zion ; 
to care for Zion, and to labor for Zion, while you live; but never be 
distressed with Jesus for Zion: she is safe. She shall yet subdue and 
bless the whole world: and if you love her, your eyes shall see it: 
either on earth or in heaven, you shall behold it, and join the triumph 
which proclaims that “ Now is come salvation, and strength, and the 
kingdom of our God, and the power of his Christ.” 

You often, perhaps, feel sad for your country. But if your country 
is ruined, you are a citizen of the kingdom of God. It may be Jeho- 
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vah’s purpose to overturn our boasted institutions, and to show that He 
is a jealous God who will not give his glory to another. But there jg 
a kingdom dearer than our country ; one fraught with richer blessings 
to mankind ; and that is an everlasting kingdom, which shall not be 
destroyed. 

Oh Christian, what infinite resources are yours! Do you lack wis. 
dom? You may ask it of God. Do you want forgiveness? Yoy 
may come to the mercy seat: and you have an infinite advocate and 
Redeemer. Do you want grace? The Holy Spirit shall be given you 
in answer to prayer. “ Whether life, or death, or things present, or 
things to come; all are yours; and ye are Christ’s, and Christ js 
God’s.”’ 

6. If you would be happy, draw nearer and nearer to the throne, 
and drink from the purest springs of divine love. Here is light, and 
strength, and life. Here are unfailing springs of joy. Abide in Christ, 
Draw nigh to him in prayer. With Paul, “ Bow your knees unto the 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, that he would grant you, according to 
the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with might, by his Spint in 
the inner man; that Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith ; that ye, 
being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend, with 
all saints, what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height ; and 
to know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge; that ye might 
be filled with all the fullness of God.” 

It is only to love God ; obey God ; trust in God ; and submit to God; 
and you may say with the Prophet, “ Although the fig tree shall not 
blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines ; the labor of the olive shall 
fail, and the fields shall yield no meat ; the flock shall be cut off from 
the fold, and there shall be no herd in the stalls ; yet will I rejoice in 
the Lord, I will joy in the God of my salvation.” 

The Christian may rejoice evermore. But what rational and endur- 
ing joy is there for the impenitent sinner? The highest springs of 
enjoyment are never opened to his soul. At war with his own reason: 
at war with his own conscience: every moment of reflection, every 
thought of his prospects for eternity causing him distress: no hope in 
God ; the justice and the strength of the Almighty against him : how 
can he be happy? There is no peace, saith the Lord, unto the wicked. 
“T said of laughter, it is mad; and of mirth, what doeth it?” It is but 
a sickly moment, and dream of joy. The lot of the child of God be- 
comes reversed in the case of the wicked: Joy may endure for a night; 
but weeping cometh in the morning. “ Delight is not seeimly for a 
fool.” tis a melancholy sight to behold one made for the endless 
holiness and happiness of the eternal world, embittering his present 
life, posting on to eternal sorrow, and yet trying to fancy himself 
happy. The Saviour said, “ Wo unto you that laugh now, for ye 
shall mourn and weep.” Not that flowing spirits and joy are displeas- 
ing to the Saviour: but that beings living in sin, and under the wrath 
and curse of God, can be so careless and so deluded, while living in 
such a character, and hasting to such a doom. Oh, how often I think 
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of this, when I see people possessed of every earthly means of happi- 
ness ;—health, abundance, friends,—and having the appearance of joy ! 
It pains me not that they can be joyful; nor yet so much that they go 
only to the lowest fountains for joy :—but to think that they can be so 
whole at heart, while at 7 with God !—and to think that their 
very mirth and gaiety may be the means of drowning reflection ; of al- 
luring them on in a more eager chase after earthly pleasures, till the 
things that belong to their peace are hidden from their eyes. How 
often I think of it, as I enter the mansions of elegance and ease, where 
God is not worshipped: how often this sentence of holy writ seems to 
sound in my ears: “The curse of the Lord is in the house of the 
wicked ;” nor can all the refinement, the splendor, the social converse, 
or the pleasant music banish that dreadful sound. I think I see them 
stand.on slippery places. Divine mercy calls, but they will not hear. 
The Saviour pleads, but they have no heart to hear. I look forwarda 
little, and the power of that neglected Saviour darkens the skies. The 
storms of the last day are gathering. The thunders of the judgment 
shake the sky. Where then will the enemies of God appear ? 

Oh dying fellow-sinners, how can you be happy with the infinite 
God against you ? 

Wherefore do ye spend money for that which is not bread, and your 
labor for that which satisfieth not? Come, be reconciled to God. 
Lo! his own voice invites you: “ Hearken diligently unto me, and eat 
ye that which is good, and let your soul delight itself in fatness. In- 
cline your ear and come unto me; hear, and your soul shall live : and J 
will make an everlasting covenant with you, even the sure mercies of 
David.” Dying fellow-sinner, shall there be peace between your soul 
and the infinite God ? 
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THE NATURE OF SIN. 


“ You say, reader, that you know you are a sinner, but that you can. 
not feel it. You do not realize your guilt. You admit that your soul 
is under the influence of sin, but you do not feel it as a burden. I wish 
in this article to point out to your attention two particulars in the 
nature of sin, which may perhaps assist you to feel that it is really a 
burden. 

1. It is the nature of sin to perpetuate itself. Where it gets hold it 
keeps hold. This is one of its worst features, and we can see it in all 
cases,—in all kinds of sin. If a man does wrong once, the greatest of 
all the evils which will result from it is, that, in similar circumstances, 
he will be ready to do the same wrong again. He brings himself into 
such a state by one act of transgression that he will yield more easily 
to temptation the next time. The bad principle acquires strength by 
indulgence, and conscience is discouraged and silenced by having been 
once overwhelmed. 

This is true of all sorts of sin, so that the first act of transgression is 
not to be dreaded so much on account of its own direct and immediate 
injuries, as on account of its being the prolific parent of a thousand other 
sins. It is always so regarded in actual life. Suppose, for instance, a 
father were to see his little son stealing forth some evening to purloin 
fruit from a neighbor’s garden. He watches him, we will suppose, from 
a window, and sees his hesitating step, and anxious, agitated coun-. 
tenance; and he knows that this is the first act of open dishonesty 
which his son has been led to commit. Suppose now that the father 
is in some way deprived of the opportunity of interfering, and that he 
must sit quietly by, and see his boy take his first step in the career of 
crime. I need not describe his feelings. The question I wish to bring 
up is, what will give his feelings their acutest sting? It is not the 
direct consequences of this first step. It is not the value of the property 
to be taken. It is not the fear of the injured neighbor’s displeasure. 
It is not any apprehended difficulty in settling the affair with him. Nor 
is it the sufferings which he knows he must, in justice and in faithful- 
ness, inflict upon his son, nor the remorse which his son must endure, 
when he comes, in sober mind, to look back upon his sin, nor even the 
single stain of guilt which this one act produces. What is it, then? 
Why, that the father sees, or fears he sees, in this first step, the begin- 
ning of a long life of crime. 

I mean he sees that the tendency of this first step, if not counteracted, 
will be to lead to a long life of crime. Doubtless he will endeavor to 
counteract it; he will hope to do so ;—but this danger that the first step 
will lead to others like it, and worse, is what gives the affair almost all 
its consequence. Were it not for this, many a father might perhaps 
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simply look upon it as a juvenile offence, worthy of very little con- 
sideration. 

So with all sin. One of its darkest features is its power to perpe- 
tuate itself; where it gains admission, it establishes and perpetuates its 
own reign. If a child tells a falsehood, the worst of it is, that he has 
taken a great step toward fitting himself for telling many more. If a 
man deals once unjustly by his neighbor, he has probably commenced 
a long series of acts of injustice. Sin is thusa viper which breeds, in a 
most prolific manner, its own kind, and keeps permanent possession, 
wherever it is once admitted. o 

God seems to afford, in this world, the opportunity for sin to show 
itself in a variety of forms, that we may see its nature, and by the ana- 
logy of its effects between man and man, learn its character in respect 
to the relation between man and God. Now sin against God tends, in 
the manner above described, to perpetuate itself. When Adam first dis- 
obeyed his Maker’s command, one of the worst aspects of the case was 
the fact that, left to himself, he would go ondisobeying. So when, in 
early life, a child first commits sin, he admits something into his bosom 
which will stay there ;—or rather he will keep it there. The wrong 
he begins to do, he will go on to do, if God leaves him to choose his 
own way. Therefore he who is living in sin, has brought himself under 
an influence which is, in its nature, perpetual. There must be a moral 
interference from above to save him from it,—or else just as of his own 
accord he first sinned, so he will perpetually, of his own accord, go on 
to sin. 

Reader, are you stillin sin? Ifso, the great difficulty,—the gloomi- 
est and the most melancholy aspect of your case, consists in. the future, 
not in the past. The past guilt is deep and dark enough, it must be 
acknowledged ; but it is nothing compared to that which is before you, 
—directly in your path, which you are steadily pressing forward to, 
and will press forward to, as long as God leaves you to your own 
chosen way. 

2. It is the nature of sin to perpetuate its own punishment. That 
is, though the sin may be over in a moment, the suffering remains. It 
remains, too, indefinitely ; in fact, time very often sharpens its sting. 

Suppose a man commits some sinful act ;—in order to make the point 
clearer, we will take a very strong case;—in a fit of sudden passion, 
he kills his own child. He did not really intend to murder it, but in a 
fit of passion, excited by something in which the child was not to blame, 
he strikes a sudden blow which takes away its life. The sin is over in 
amoment. But how long will it be before the father can think of it 
without pain? It isan idea which many persons vaguely entertain, 
that sin carries its own punishment with it, at the time of its commis- 
sion, and that it settles the account as it goes along. But nothing can 
be more inconsistent with facts. Sin leaves its sting behind. And it is 
a sting which time alone can never extract. The pressure of business 
or pleasure may remove for a time the recollection of guilt, but the re- 
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collection itself, when it comes, must be’ attended with pain, however 
remote may be the period of the transgression. ; 
Any honest student of mental philosophy, who should endeavor, by 
observation merely, to investigate the human heart, would come. in. 
evitably to this conclusion. He will see this power of sin to fix a thom 
which cannot be eradicated wherever it gains admission, acting univer 
sally. The wound may remain insensible for a time, but it cannot be 
cured. The sinner may forget his sin, but he cannot cut off his respons 
sibility for it, or escape from the danger of having the corroding suffer. ” 
ings of it break out upon him at any time. They do sometimes break 
out in this world. After the lapse of many years, the bitter recolleg.» 
tions of early guilt will come over the soul, and overwhelm it with © 
suffering. God assures us, too, that, in another world they will come, 
with all their power. J a 
The nature of sin, then, is such that he who commits it, plants a thom’ « 
in his side, which at first he may not feel, but it will bring torture af — 
last. It is as if a boy, whose body had lost its sensibility by some: 
dreadful disease, should cut and tear his flesh wantonly in his sports, 
thus inflicting wounds which will inflame, and will drive him to dis” 
traction when sensibility shall return. The soul is morally insensible, 
and dead. It does not feel the spiritual wounds, which are inflicted ” 
upon it; but every wound remains. There is no natural sanative prow 
cess which can cure them. And sensibility is to return. ‘In fact itis” 
not wholly gone now, but, at a future day, it will fully return. ae 
These are, perhaps, two of the most important characteristics of the 
nature of sin. Every person who is living in alienation from God, ig). 
under its dominion. Reader, are you such an one, and can you think?) 
of your condition with careless unconcern ?”’ “d 














